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Visit in a Kurdish Home
by
Keith Radke
While being exposed to a strange language, how effectively can an observermaintaininterest
in trying to understand what is taking place? This paper considers that question as the focus ofmy
two-hour experience with a family speaking a language which I do not understand nor recognize
by its sound. It should be further noted that I intended to keep my role as a non-involved observer
as intact as possible. I spoke English prior to the session and at the end. In addition, I spoke
sparingly in English to my hosts during the session (one-way conversation), as well as in one
instance with them (two-way conversation). These will be described later in the paper.
My experience took place in the home of a Kurdish family. The parents are both native
speakers. They have two daughters whose ages are about 3 and 4 years. Both children were born
in this country and are learning English through daycare and preschool experiences. They also
speak Kurdish every day with their parents, who are committed to their children learning the
language. Since the parents are both bilingual in Kurdish and English, all family members are
bilingual at varying levels of proficiency.
For purposes of convenience I have broken down the whole session into four separate periods
based on the kind of activity taking place. These are: (1) a period shortly after my arrival when
I sat alone in a corner of the living room and adjusted to my new surroundings ; (2) a period when
I was invited to sit with the family around the dining room table and eat sweets and drink tea;
(3) a period when the individual family members left the table and became preoccupied with
different activities; and (4) the longest single period when we sat together in the living room and
watched the couple's wedding video.
Minutes after my arrival I found myself seated alone in a corner of the living room. The entire
family had been alerted to my visit through an earlier discussion with one of the parents regarding
this assignment. The children at first found me a curiosity and made frequent forays into the living
room to visit me. Kurdish was being spoken by all members . One ofmy first impressions was how
fast the language seems. To my untrained ear, Kurdish sounded like Arabic, although my host had
told me on a previous occasion that the two languages are entirely different (my host also speaks
Arabic). During this initial period which lasted about twenty minutes, I understood little of what
was going on between the family members as they conversed. It seemed that when, in the opinion
of a parent, a child appeared to be bothering me, the parent would mildly scold the child. My
motivation and interest in the experience at this point, in spite of a lack of understanding as to what
was being said, was still high. I was still curious.
While sitting in the living room, most of the time alone, I noticed activity in the kitchen and
observed that the table was being set. Soon thereafter one of the adults motioned for me to join
them. I had no problem understanding that signal andjoined the family at the table. Through hand
gestures and what seemed like a barrage of the Kurdish language, I accepted tea and various sweets
with a "Thank you." My host family spoke with each other almost nonstop. There seemed to be a
lot oflight-hearted talk involving fun conversation between parents and children. In spite ofall the
conversation, I found myselflooking at a clock on the wall and feeling bored with the experience
when suddenly I heard one of the parents naming off masculine English first names in conjunction
with a repeated phrase. The parent was addressing the oldest child who answered each time with
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a brief phrase. The intonation of the parent's speech sounded similar to English sentence intonation
when a question is asked. When I heard my first name spoken, I realized that the parent was
quizzing the child as to my name. This brief interlude refocused my interest on the action and
conversation.
After a while individual family members left the table and I soon found myself sitting alone.
The telephone rang and one of the adults began a phone conversation with a relative which lasted
about twenty minutes. During this period, the children played with each other and often
disappeared from my view as they roamed the apartment. The other adult began cleaning the
kitchen. At this time I began to feel somewhat isolated. Although conversation was occurring
almost constantly, there was nothing salient enough for me to place the speech in context and in
doing so possibly infer meaning. When the one adult ended the phone conversation, there was a
brief conversation between both adults. One of my hosts then turned to me in English and asked
ifl would be interested in watching their wedding and reception video. She explained that they were
married in Vienna, Austria. This sounded like something interesting to me, so I agreed. My host
family slipped back into Kurdish and we all watched the video together. For the most part, I enjoyed
this final period the most. It was easy for me to sit passively by and watch the video without even
knowing the details about what was transpiring. I recognized my hosts and understood the context
of the video which therefore held my interest. There was much dancing in Kurdish style and people
sitting about and chatting in celebration. When the wedding video finally ended, I thanked my
hosts and left.
Although my experience wasn't a formal instructional one in the sense of the traditional
classroom, the experience gave me some insight into what my students go through in ESL classes.
For two hours I heard a language being spoken which I could not understand. I made a conscious
effort to stay focused on the proceedings in an effort to understand what was going on around me.
When there were cues such as body language and facial expressions which gave me some clues as
to what was going on, my interest was clearly engaged. However, in a household situation, a lot
of conversation occurs when the participants actually don't see each other. During my visit, family
members were often in separate rooms carrying on conversations.
When I ate with the family, we were all in close physical proximity to each other. This was
interesting because I could study everyone's expression. I especially enjoyed the lively interactions
between the parents and the children. Eating together is clearly a powerful social function. The
video experience was less so. I found myself gazing at the TV screen listening to and watching a
celebration which I could not understand. After all, watching TV is a passive experience demanding
little of the viewer. However, television does bring people together in the living room and, during
this time, my host family appeared to enjoy themselves in conversation.
We take for granted this gift oflanguage. Most of the time we are able to express ourselves
with ease to those around us. It seems so "natural" to us to be able to speak English that we don't
realize the wonderful and immense complexity of language. If the ability to communicate were
suddenly taken from us, we would undoubtedly feel frustration and loneliness. Consider how
frustrated our students sometimes feel when they don't understand our directions or when they
don't understand the lesson. We expect studen ts to be interested in learning English. But we must
nurture this interest with patience and careful instruction which enables them to experience
success which not only arouses their interest, but sustains it.
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